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Abstract
This paper attempts to locate the document retrieval interaction in a broader social context. Two distinct
functions of document retrieval systems, namely, transmission (reproduction) of information and
production of new knowledge are identified. It is argued that document retrieval systems are part of larger
social structures and their functionality is regulated by higher level power relations that operate in society.
The importance of the relationship between the micro (technological) and macro (socio-political) levels of
the document retrieval interaction is noted.

Introduction
This paper sets out to locate the document retrieval interaction in a broader social context. It will be argued
that document retrieval systems are part of larger social structures and their functionality is partly
determined by higher level power relations that operate in society. To situate the document retrieval
interaction in a social context, it is first necessary to describe document retrieval as a particular form of
human communication. In the following section, semiotics which studies sign systems and how signs are
exchanged in communication, is introduced, and document retrieval interaction is analyzed as a discursive
communicational process.

Production/Reproduction of Knowledge
Basic unit of analysis in semiotics is a `sign'. A sign is a correlation between a signifier and a signified, an
expression and a content. There are two distinct uses of signs: A sign can be used to describe or denote
things in the world or can be used to make something happen. The first type of utterances are usually
referred as denotations. The second as performatives or language games.
In information retrieval (IR), a denotative act is performed whenever the inquirer uses some terms,
keywords for example, to describe the sorts of documents she or he wants to see. This mode of interaction
offers a short hand for retrieving complex natural language discourse. Denotation in IR is used for topical
searches, where the subject matter can be conveniently described by keywords, phrases (concepts), so on.
One use of denotation in IR is therefore, subject access. This is useful for transmission of knowledge for
learning (didactics). This mode of searching, however, is only applicable when the relevant features of the
documents wanted are known and prescribed.
When the solution or the problem is not known, the relevant documents cannot be prescribed, therefore
denoted and searched. Consider the case of research: typical output is a research publication. It is normally
expected to have a novel content: i.e. organizing or weaving together known utterances (texts, documents)
in hitherto unknown ways, which are often unforeseeable (i.e. not deducible) from what is known.
Obviously, at the beginning of the research, the texts to be used in weaving the fabric of the new text are
not known (by anyone). It is an emergent property, which comes about when the researcher is exposed to
new texts in the course of the research process.
Where to proceed from what is known, is often not known to the researcher (at some point during the
research process). Researchers often proceed without a well defined criteria and sometimes with no criteria,
interpreting, re-writing the newly discovered texts, and consequently, inventing (making-up) and
prescribing the `relevance criteria' as they go along.

This is a performative act where the inquirer invents or prescribes the relevance criteria in the course of the
process, whereas, in the didactics situation (transmission of information), user describes (denotes) what
have already been, partially or fully, prescribed.
There is radical indeterminacy regarding relevant documents in the case of inventive acts. That is, relevant
documents are not a priori determined. Relevancy is an emergent property. Most IR research does not
consider this kind of labor at all. When it does, it is often assumed that solutions can be inferred from what
is known (facts). This is not true for vast majority of inventive acts. In inventive labor indeterminacy is not
solely a function of incomplete or non-perfect information. Even if one has perfect (complete information)
regarding a problem, its solution often depends on a totally unforeseeable move, sometimes a change in the
allowable means of argumentation (meta-rules or metaprescriptives). This requires the consensus of the
participants in the practice (e.g. experts in a scientific domain).
Inventive acts are, therefore, akin to what is known as perfect-information games in `game theory', where
the success depends on invention of an unforeseeable move and not solely on information. In order to be
able to propose a new means of argumentation (meta-rule) one should have the authority and competence
to do so, which often, at least in the pragmatics of science, means (almost) perfect (complete) information
in the subject, i.e. expertise.
The question then becomes who has access to complete (perfect) information, in other words, has the
authority to decide the meta-rules in a given collective, and who is denied access to perfect information by
means of complex discursive mechanisms.
It is possible to argue that, there are at least two different types of discursive mechanisms involved in the
mediation of information. The first discursive mechanism is purely technological. When an individual
document is examined, the user can be prompted for either of the following two positions:
She/he can be asked to recognize a given document in relation to a topic or known (pre-defined)
problem/solution pair (the case of transmission of information). This assumes that the relevance criteria
have already been prescribed. The relevance feedback mechanism for instance, is an effective means to this
end, with a decision required immediately, here and now (Karamuftuoglu, 1997).
The alternative to this, is to empower the user to create new knowledge by inventing new connections
between documents. This entails prescription of new relevance criteria by the user of the system, and
requires perfect information on the subject.
The two distinct uses of the document retrieval technology, i.e. optimisation of the transmission of
information and creation of new knowledge, are not however compatible and cannot be combined in a
single operation (Karamuftuoglu, 1996). IR, therefore, is not a simple unobstructed flow from an input to
an output, but a striated discursive space, where certain behaviour can be induced to a certain extend, and
others suppressed by the system.
A mechanical system on its own does not amount to much, of course. It is a part of a much larger scheme
of social organisation and institutions. The second discursive mechanism in the mediation of information is
predominantly social and it involves the position of the user of the system in the domain of inquiry.
There is extensive discussion in social sciences and related literature (see e.g. Lyotard, 1984) that,
knowledge in late modern societies are increasingly being produced, distributed and consumed (used), not
unlike other commodities. The pertinent division here is between the decision makers who set the rules of
the game (i.e. the meta-rules) and manual laborers who perform the required actions, which takes various
form depending on the context, such as, governors/governed, producers/consumers, experts/trainees, so on.
It is not the intention of the present paper to suggest any simple alternative to the social division of labor,
where a few have access to perfect information, hence, have the luxury to make knowledgeable decisions,

whereas, vast majority only reproduce and consume what is produced in their daily training. However, it is
possible to point out very briefly that, alternatives do or did exist in different cultures or in different periods
in a given society.
Prior to Renaissance for instance, before the invention of the idea of `genius', it is widely acknowledged
that artistic creation were much more a communal act (Wolff, 1993).
A similar dichotomy can be traced in science, between so called the State or Royal science (science as it is
widely understood today), and minor or itinerant or nomad science, which is local in character and
problem-oriented rather than universal and theorematic (e.g. medieval stone masonry, stone-cutting by
squaring: Gothic cathedrals), which requires a different form of division of labor (Deleuze & Guattari,
1986).

Conclusion
Document retrieval systems play a major role in accessing to information necessary for making
knowledgeable decisions. In the pragmatics of knowledge, the pertinent question is, "who are the decisionmakers", or more accurately, "who decides the meta-rules in a given collective".
In science, meta-rules that draw the boundary of `knowing' in a subject field are fixed by the experts in the
domain. One needs perfect information in the subject to propose a new set of meta-rules. The question thus
becomes:
_ who have access to perfect information?
_ who are denied perfect information?
_ what mechanisms are involved in the mediation of information?
_ what role IR systems/theories play in this process?
Of particular interest is the role of systems and theories exclusively concerning the optimization of
transmission of information (the performativity principle, see Lyotard, 1984). The focus of IR research on
the optimisation of transmission of information should not be considered merely as an economic/technical
issue. It is an effect of the discursive mechanisms that regulate the access to knowledge, in other words, an
effect of the technologies of knowledge/power (cf. Foucault, 1980).
IR researchers should at least reflect on the wider societal dimension of information systems, and in
particular, the functions performed by their theories and systems in the pragmatics of knowledge, i.e. in
learning and research.
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